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Abstract and Keywords
This chapter provides an overview of European neighborhood studies of crime, 
victimization, and delinquency that were explicitly guided or inspired by social 
disorganization theory. Although the origin of social disorganization theory lies in the 
United States with a long-lasting tradition in urban research, considerable attention has 
also been given to this perspective in Europe, as well as in other parts of the world. In 
Europe, a long research tradition of studies on the effects of city or neighborhood 
characteristics on crime-related outcomes existed before the social disorganization 
perspective emerged in the United States. Recently, several studies have been conducted 
in European cities that report findings that differ from those usually found in an American 
context. Therefore, knowledge about these European studies is paramount for our 
insights on the role of the neighborhood in crime and criminal behavior.
Keywords: crime, crime rate, Europe, victimization, delinquency, environmental criminology, social 
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16.1 Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of European neighborhood studies of crime, 
victimization, and delinquency that were explicitly guided or inspired by social 
disorganization theory. Although the origin of social disorganization theory lies in the 
United States with a long-lasting tradition in urban research, considerable attention has 
also been given to this perspective in Europe, as well as in other parts of the world. In 
Europe, a long research tradition of studies on the effects of city or neighborhood 
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characteristics on crime-related outcomes existed before the social disorganization 
perspective emerged in the United States. Recently, several studies have been conducted 
in European cities that report findings that differ from those usually found in an American 
context. Therefore, knowledge about these European studies is paramount for our 
insights on the role of the neighborhood in crime and criminal behavior.
It is important to realize that European cities differ substantially from US cities in many 
important features that may leave a mark on crime patterns—physically as well as 
socially. These differences are the result of historical processes, urban planning and other 
governmental policies, and important societal differences between the continents. For 
example, income inequality in the United States is much more pronounced than in 
Western Europe, and ethnic and cultural diversity is less pervasive in Western Europe 
than in the United States (Aaberge et al., 2002; Burkhauser & Poupore, 1997; Cutler, 
Glaeser, & Vigdor, 1999; Gangle, 2005; Gesthuizen, van der Meer, & Scheepers, 2008; 
Ihlanfeldt & Scafidi, 2004). Research has shown that these structural differences 
have a fundamental impact on the social fabric of societies (Putnam, 2007; Sampson, 
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997; Wilson, 1987). In addition, expectations of, and proclivity 
toward, government are much stronger in Western Europe than in the United States. As a 
result of these societal differences, European and US neighborhoods may differ seriously 
in the role of informal control and social trust in crime and in the neighborhood dynamics 
that are taking place. As a consequence, US research results and conclusions cannot be 
applied directly to the (Western) European context.
In this chapter, we review several key European studies that were carried out within the 
scope of the social disorganization tradition. It would be virtually impossible to cover all 
European studies that have focused on the negative effects of structural disadvantage, 
poverty, inequality, and the processes of social (dis)organization. An enormous number of 
such studies have been conducted in Europe, from a wide array of disciplines (sociology, 
psychology, psychiatry, the life sciences, geography, cultural anthropology). Even if we 
restricted ourselves to studies of crime, victimization, and fear of crime (being the most 
typical criminological outcomes) completion of this task would be impeded by the fact 
that European studies are reported in a multitude of European languages. Until recently, 
it was the tradition in most European countries to write in their native language, which 
made accessibility of findings to the international audience problematic. Fortunately, over 
the past 15 years, European studies have increasingly been published in English, making 
them more visible to the international research community.
Against this background, this chapter aims to provide an abridged overview of the kind of 
research questions and results that have been found in key European studies from the 
perspective of social disorganization theory. European studies were selected by taking 
into account the following inclusion criteria:
(p. 346) 
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(1) Studies that are oriented toward an international audience (i.e., English, German, 
French studies) as well as studies written in Dutch. The decision to concentrate on 
these languages may lead to some researcher bias, but we know from previous 
overviews of research in the social disorganization tradition (e.g., Oberwittler, 
Rabold, & Baier, 2013a) that our bias is situated toward countries that have a strong 
research tradition in social disorganization research.
(2) Studies that focus on neighborhoods within cities. More recently, European 
research in environmental criminology also focuses on smaller urban spaces like 
microplaces, but these are not taken into account in this chapter.
(3) Studies that focus on the most relevant outcomes for evaluating the social 
disorganization perspective. We decided to focus on neighborhood-level and 
differential contextual effects on offending, victimization, and fear of crime. 
Occasionally, when other outcomes are of relevance to the understanding of 
neighborhood effects on crime-related outcomes, we will briefly mention these 
studies. Studies of the effects of perceptions of ecological processes (perceptual 
disorder) are not taken into account, and cross-national studies (where the unit of 
analysis is the country) are omitted from this review.
This chapter begins with a description of particular characteristics of European 
cities, taking into account their historical development, their level of neighborhood 
(ethnic and social) segregation (as compared to US cities), and their typical urban 
physical structure of European cities. With this in mind, we discuss pioneering European 
studies that were conducted before the social disorganization perspective emerged in the 
United States. This is followed by more recent work within the social disorganization 
framework per region/country. We address studies that can be seen as representative of 
the kind of research that is guided or inspired by the social disorganization tradition. 
Finally, to provide the international audience with an idea of what contemporary research 
projects look like in the European context, we discuss three studies that can be seen as 
representative of contemporary research in the social disorganization tradition: The 
PADS+ in the UK, SPAN in the Netherlands, and SWING in Belgium. For each research 
project we pay attention to the design and methods that are used, the key questions that 
are dealt with, and the propositions that are tested. In the conclusion of this chapter we 
reflect on the significance for theory and models within the social disorganization 
perspective and on the methodological lessons that can be learned from the European 
studies.
16.2 European Cities
Cities in European countries have a long history, sometimes dating back to the beginning 
of the first century or even earlier, in the period of the Greeks and Romans (Bruinsma, 
2007). Many cities originated in the early Middle Ages. Urbanization strongly accelerated 
in the nineteenth century as a consequence of the Industrial Revolution. New dwellings 
(p. 347) 
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were built around the old centers of settlements. Uneducated rural workers moved from 
rural areas to the expanded cities to find jobs in newly established factories. New 
neighborhoods with cheap housing were planned by local governments in the late 1880s 
and 1890s to accommodate poorly educated and uneducated newcomers. Still today, in 
many European cities, blue-collar areas or belts are concentrated along the early 
European factories. Many cities were largely destroyed by World War II and had to be 
rebuilt: Dresden, Berlin, Warsaw, Rotterdam, to mention a few.
After World War II, a second acceleration in urbanization took place. As a result of 
economic growth and reduced need for agricultural workers, many rural residents moved 
to the cities, attracted by new jobs and prosperity. Many apartment buildings (big blocks 
of “flats”) were hastily built in areas next to the older parts of the cities in the 1950s and 
the 1960s. Most neighborhoods in the expanding European cities were planned on the 
drawing tables of local government authorities. Housing in continental Europe was 
generally not ruled by the free market because most of the people could not afford a 
private house.
A third phase in urbanization took place from the 1970s to 1990s. Many people from 
Mediterranean countries (Algeria, Morocco, Turkey) and from former colonies in Africa, 
Asia, or South America came to Europe and settled in cities. Contemporary 
European cities can be labeled as multicultural, with large minority groups and with 
hundreds of nationalities, especially in medium-sized and large cities (i.e., cities that have 
more than 500,000 inhabitants). Migrants often settle in poorer areas that were originally 
inhabited by native blue-collar workers. Slowly but steadily, neighborhoods became more 
heterogeneous, and the social and economic segregation took on an ethnic dimension. 
Non-Western immigrants, especially, settled in poor urban areas in European cities, 
resulting in Turkish or Moroccan enclaves in some cities. More recently, after the fall of 
communism, and with the extension of the European Union, Eastern Europeans (e.g., 
Polish, Bulgarian) entered the Western European labor market.
The infrastructures of European cities reflect these three phases of urbanization. The 
older neighborhoods in proximity to the ancient centers mostly originated in the late 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and were partially restored in the 1980s. In these 
neighborhoods, public housing is the most viable option for local government to 
accommodate people who cannot afford private housing. In the suburbs of cities, three 
types of neighborhoods emerged from the beginning of the 1960s. In some suburbs, 
single-family dwellings were built (with a mixture of public and private ownership). In 
others, large blocks of apartment buildings were built with few recreational facilities. 
Such buildings deteriorate quickly, with middle-class people leaving and less privileged 
residents moving in. A relatively recent phenomenon in European cities is that some older 
neighborhoods near the city centers are now “hot,” and houses are bought up and 
renovated by well-to-do single-person households or by double-income couples without or 
with very young children. This process of gentrification is, however, an issue that has not 
been studied much in European criminological inquiries, while social workers and local 
(p. 348) 
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policy workers often discuss the issue. A key question is, for example, what the tipping 
point is for gentrification to counter downward spirals of disorder and decline.
The city centers are pretty much the same in all European cities. They date from former 
times (mostly centuries ago) with a mixture of traditional and modern buildings. Streets 
have irregular forms and are full of shops, bars, and restaurants. Most of the centers are 
accessible to pedestrians, bicyclists, or public transport only, and ways through for cars 
are hard to find. In many continental cities (e.g., in Belgium, France, Germany, the 
Netherlands), traditional markets are held once or twice a week in or near the city center. 
In many cases, European city centers are not central business districts as in the United 
States: offices and small businesses are scattered around. Most of the larger business 
enterprises have moved to industrial and business areas outside the cities near highways. 
In other words, the zonal model of Burgess (1967 [1925]) does not apply to the 
development of most European cities.
Despite governmental efforts, most cities have deprived areas where all kinds of social 
problems converge. Differences between neighborhoods are not as extreme as in the 
United States or Asia, but borders between neighborhoods function as social barriers for 
interaction and for local networks: European cities still have a class structure (e.g., 
Reynald et al., 2008). People in general look for neighborhoods to settle where they 
can find people with a comparable lifestyle. The way neighbors dress, the kind of 
cars they drive, the language they speak, and the type of houses in the neighborhoods 
make people feel at home and comfortable in certain neighborhoods. All these factors 
constitute social barriers between neighborhoods.
16.3 The European Tradition of Social 
Disorganization
European studies on the effects of area characteristics on offending had already been 
carried out a long time before the emergence of the Chicago school. In the nineteenth 
century, Western Europe was rapidly transformed from a preindustrial agricultural 
society to a more urbanized and industrialized one. These developments resulted in 
radical changes and attracted the attention of scientists and policymakers. For the first 
time, researchers collected spatial data on convicted offenders and tried to map it 
systematically. Quételet (1796–1874) and Guerry (1802–1866) were the first to conduct 
systematic studies of convicts in French judicial districts (see more in chapter 1 of this 
volume). Their findings were innovative: they showed that crime was not distributed 
equally across differing districts. Guerry suggested that high levels of population density 
and poverty were the main causes of crime in these areas (Guerry, 1833). Quételet 
hypothesized that levels of violence would be higher in poor areas (this hypothesis 
reflects social disorganization theory in a preliminary version), while he thought that 
levels of property crime would be higher in more affluent areas (Quételet, 1847). 
(p. 349) 
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Contrary to his hypotheses, Quételet found a strong correlation between all types of 
crime and literacy in areas. These geographical variations in crime patterns provided the 
first fuel for a discussion on the role of urban environments in the behavior of 
inhabitants.
Similar work was conducted at that time in the United Kingdom. Noteworthy in this 
respect are the studies of Mayhew (1812–1887) and Rawson (1812–1899) (see more in 
Bruinsma & Weisburd, 2014; Morris, 1957). Rawson’s work was unique in the way he 
focused on different units of analysis, broader than political administrative units, to study 
the unequal distribution of crime (Rawson, 1839). Through Mayhew, London 
neighborhoods became the subject of thorough analysis (Mayhew, 1865). Mayhew was 
interested in, the specific characteristics of “criminal neighborhoods.” His work 
concentrated on impoverished inner-city districts around the urban center. It is important 
to stress the attention of Mayhew on the social conditions in impoverished London 
neighborhoods. In this respect he was not a moral statistician, as some of his 
contemporaries were called, but a cultural anthropologist and a social reformer avant la 
lettre, who was effectively concerned about the social situation and conditions in these 
districts, just as Clifford Shaw was several decades after him in Chicago.
Joseph Fletcher (1848) continued the work of Guerry and other statisticians such 
as Rawson. For many years, he studied the relationship between education and crime by 
producing maps showing the levels of crime and illiteracy of England and Wales (Fletcher, 
1850). His research can be seen as precursor of Emile Durkheim and the Chicago 
school’s social disorganization theory. According to Fletcher, there were four causes of 
the level of “immorality” of populations (at that time, discussions about the level of 
morality across countries in Europe were popular. The country that was most successful 
in implementing the policy of reformism reached the “highest level of morality”): (1) 
population density, (2) the distribution of property across societies, (3) the number of 
people earning their own income, and (4) the level of illiteracy of the population 
(indicated by the number of crosses instead of signatures in the registers of marriage). 
He estimated the level of immorality of the population by the number and nature of 
crimes committed; the number of marriages with a man younger than 21 (indicating 
forced marriage because of pregnancy); the number of illegitimate children, and the 
number of bank accounts in the population (to measure the number of wealthy 
inhabitants).
Fletcher argued that not only were differences between regions important in the 
explanation of crime rates, but so was the speed with which these regions changed over 
time economically and demographically. These ideas preceded Emile Durkheim’s famous 
concept of anomie, which was used to explain the impact of societal changes on people 
and society (Durkheim, 1964 [1893]). With this concept of “anomia”, Durkheim (1858–
1917) suggested that “As a result of this fragmentation and atomization another serious 
condition arises in society—social isolation which brings about a decrease in social 
participation. People living in proximity but in a social vacuum” (Lunden, 1960, p. 130). 
This sociological analysis of Durkheim provided “a mechanismic explanation avant la 
(p. 350) 
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letter” for the observed geographical differences in crime rates: community differences in 
the density of social ties between residents and social isolation are key processes that 
were studied until this time. Central in the work of Durkheim is the relationship between 
the individual and the society when societal changes occur (Durkheim, 1964 [1893]). This 
relationship can be seen as a basis for social cohesion, the division of labor, religion, 
scientific knowledge, and morality. However, when speedy societal changes affect the 
division of labor, they can lead to more heterogeneity and more “organic” solidarity (with 
a focus on individuality), instead of “mechanical” solidarity (with a focus on equality of 
individuals).
When scholars attribute social disorganization theory to the Chicago school tradition, the 
previously described European studies are often neglected. Nevertheless, the Chicago 
school can be seen as the cradle from which contemporary urban criminology sprang by 
contributing to the development of the theory of social disorganization. In the next 
section we highlight the European contribution to the further development of the social 
disorganization theory by discussing some important and representative studies in 
different European contexts that are relevant to this perspective.
16.4 A Review of Previous European Social 
Disorganization Studies
16.4.1 United Kingdom
British studies played a major role in the understanding of the relationship between 
structural characteristics and neighborhood delinquency rates. It is important to mention 
the long-standing tradition of the Sheffield studies (Bottoms, Mawby, & Xanthos, 1981), 
which started blooming in the 1970s. British studies have been critical of the social 
disorganization perspective because of its assumption that neighborhoods develop as a 
consequence of the processes of competition (free market assumptions) (Baldwin, 1975; 
Morris, 1957). In the UK and other European countries, local and national policy have a 
strong influence on the housing market (Bottoms, Claytor, & Wiles, 1992; Bottoms & 
Wiles, 1986; Bottoms & Xanthos, 1981). For that reason, British studies developed a 
distinct research line that had an important added value to social disorganization theory. 
These studies highlighted the relationship between housing (real estate market) and 
crime and offender rates and the role the real estate market played in shaping the 
geographical distribution of offenders (Bottoms et al., 1992; Bottoms & Wiles, 2002; 
Herbert, 1982; Morris, 1957). The findings from this research were different from those 
reported in US studies using the Chicago approach. For example, Morris (1957) examined 
the offender rates in the county of Croydon (UK), but could not confirm the zone model of 
(p. 351) 
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Burgess. Almost 15 years later, Morris’s findings were replicated in the city of Sheffield 
(Baldwin, 1975; see also Bottoms & Wiles, 1986).
Besides the rich tradition of housing studies, British studies have also explored more 
traditional social disorganization / collective efficacy themes. More recently, multilevel 
models have been applied to reveal contextual effects in England and Wales, not only for 
delinquency but also for victimization (Tseloni, 2006). Tseloni examined household and 
area effects on the incidence of total property crimes, burglaries, and thefts. Both 
household and area characteristics, as well as selected interactions, explain a significant 
portion of the variation in property crimes. Personal criminal victimization is predicted by 
both individual and area characteristics. Using data collected for the British Crime 
Survey, Brunton-Smith and Sturges (2011) investigated the impact of neighborhoods on 
residents’ fear of crimes. They demonstrated that neighborhoods exert independent 
influences on fear of crime through the incidence of reported crime of the neighborhood; 
the presence of visible signs of low-level disorder; weak social, economic, and structural 
characteristics; and lastly, moderators of individual-level causes of fear. Essentially their 
key conclusion was that neighborhoods play an important moderating role.
In Scotland, Suzan McVie (2006) found evidence for contextual effects of poverty on 
juvenile delinquency. Characteristics of the neighborhoods in which young people live 
appear to play a role in delinquent behavior, although their impact is relatively 
weak in comparison to the effect of individual characteristics, such as gender and 
personality.
A recent study by Sutherland, Brunton-Smith, and Jackson (2013) in the city of London is 
critical of the collective efficacy perspective (2013). Using data for 4,700 neighborhoods, 
they demonstrated that structural factors such as concentrated disadvantage, the extent 
of urbanization, and the presence of vacant properties were negatively related to 
collective efficacy. However, they did not find that collective efficacy mediated the 
relationship between disadvantage, residential instability, and recorded violent crime. 
Moreover, controlling for the aforementioned structural characteristics, collective 
efficacy was only very weakly related to the (log) recorded violent crime rate and 
unrelated to community violence as measured by ambulance data on reported injuries as 
the result of knife attacks. This finding is at odds with the comparative study by Sampson 
and Wikström, in which the effect of neighborhood disadvantage is seriously reduced. The 
authors raise an important concern for neighborhood studies of collective efficacy, 
namely the neighborhood definition. If only 9% of the variation in levels of collective 
efficacy can be explained by neighborhood structural characteristics derived from 
disorganization theory, this finding implies that 91% of this variation happens within 
neighborhoods. Therefore, neighborhoods may not be the appropriate unit of analysis to 
test social disorganization theory.
At best, evidence from the United Kingdom is mixed with regard to the effects of 
neighborhood characteristics on juvenile delinquency. Findings of the recently conducted 
(p. 352) 
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PADS+ study may explain why research findings are mixed. The PADS+ study can be 
seen as a landmark study and will be addressed in more detail in the next section on 
contemporary studies.
16.4.2 Scandinavian Countries
The British studies partially inspired continental criminologists as well. In Sweden, 
Wikström examined through ecological structural equation models the aggregate 
relationship between characteristics derived from social disorganization theory, and 
included measures like the percentage of private versus public housing and the juvenile 
delinquency rate (Wikström, 1991). His path models demonstrated strong effects of 
housing policy on the neighborhood composition with regard to the key structural 
characteristics of social disorganization theory, just as British scholars argued (Bottoms 
et al., 1992; Bottoms & Wiles, 1986; Bottoms & Xanthos, 1981; Morris, 1957). Wikström 
pioneered the theoretical integration of ecological and individual-level (and 
developmental) traditions. In this early study, which served as an example for other 
European scholars, he linked several approaches in exploring urban crime in Sweden: (1) 
the offender and criminal career approach, (2) the contextual analysis of crime approach, 
(3) the victimological approach, and (4) the ecological/environmental approach. In 
another publication, Wikström and Dolmén (1990) integrated the disorganization 
perspective with the routine activities approach. Empirically, they found strong 
correlations between structural disadvantage and offender rates, and this result 
was replicated in comparative studies of Stockholm (Sweden) and Basel (Switzerland) 
(Eisner, 1997; Eisner & Wikström, 1999). The results of these Swedish studies suggested 
that offense rates were better predicted by opportunity characteristics than by social 
disorganization theory. Also, Dolmén (2002) found that opportunity characteristics were 
far better at explaining neighborhood differences in offenses, while structural 
demographic or population composition were better predictors of neighborhood offender 
rates. This result was previously also obtained in a Canadian study (Ouimet, 2000).
Further, Wikström and Dolmén (2001) showed that different neighborhood-level measures 
(social integration, informal social control, minor social disorder, victimization, and fear 
of crime) vary significantly with the degree of urbanization of a neighborhood (population 
density and number of residents). Key processes that came forward as an explanation for 
the effect of urbanization on neighborhood levels of victimization and fear of crime are 
neighborhood social integration, informal social control, and minor social disorder.
Sampson and Wikström (2008) conducted a comparative analysis between Stockholm and 
Chicago, and found substantively similar findings regarding neighborhood violence rates, 
despite the distinct structures of Chicago and Stockholm. In both cities, neighborhood 
inequality in social resources and collective efficacy came forward as the most important 
correlates of the unequal distribution of social order and violence. Nilsson and Estrada 
(2007) studied the effects of neighborhood structural characteristics on victimization and 
found particular support for selection effects. Selection effects lead to causal (contextual) 
(p. 353) 
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interpretations observed of ecological correlations between indicators of disadvantage 
and delinquency/offender or victimization rates that have nothing to do with the causal 
impact of living or growing up in an area and juvenile delinquency, adolescent offending, 
or personal victimization. However, selection processes deserve more attention in social 
disorganization studies, because selection can in the long term have indirect causal 
effects on processes that are related to the development of crime propensities or choice 
processes. Mellgren, Pauwels, and Torstensson-Levander (2010) compared Malmö 
(Sweden) and Antwerp (Belgium) neighborhoods and found that a subdimension of 
collective efficacy (social trust) partially mediated the relationship between disadvantage 
and population density on the one hand and the crime rate on the other. Multilevel 
studies by Mellgren (2011) and by Mellgren, Pauwels, and Torstensson-Levander (2012)
showed very small neighborhood contextual effects with regard to fear of crime. This also 
depended on the measure of the fear of crime. In a separate study, Mellgren, Pauwels, 
and Torstensson-Levander (see Mellgren, 2011) studied neighborhood-level variations in 
prevalence of preventive measures among residents, and no variation was found, once 
individual demographics were taken into account. Recently, Gerrell (2015) studied the 
problem of aggregation bias and concluded that neighborhoods are too heterogeneous. 
He argued that the microplace level deserves more attention.
In Iceland, a series of multilevel studies have shown neighborhood contextual effects on 
juvenile delinquency (Bernburg & Thorlindsson, 2005, 2007; Bernburg, 
Thorlindsson, & Sigfusdottir, 2009a, 2009b) by using data on both community and 
individual adolescents’ rates of delinquency. Besides the social disorganization 
perspective, the authors were also inspired by the perspectives of Durkheim and Parsons. 
They found that both community social instability (residential mobility, family disruption) 
and individual-level social control mechanisms (social ties linking parents and adolescents 
and normlessness) affect individual differences in offending, independent of demographic 
background characteristics.
(p. 354) 
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16.4.3 The Netherlands
In the Netherlands, there is a thriving tradition with regard to neighborhood effects and 
spatial criminology. For the purpose of this chapter we restrict ourselves to social, 
ecological, and neighborhood contextual effects studies. Fiselier (1972) was one of the 
first studies in Europe that showed that the offender rate of neighborhoods in a Dutch 
city and the crime rate had a rather low correlation. He had revealed earlier that 
concentrations of offenders were in particular Nijmegen neighborhoods (Fiselier, 1968). 
Interestingly, 30 years later Van Wijngaarden and Boerman demonstrated that the same 
(old and deprived) neighborhoods in Nijmegen had the highest offender rates, despite 
population turnover (Van Wijngaarden & Boerman, 1997). In the 1990s, a test of social 
disorganization theory was conducted by Ben Rovers (1997). His study deserves special 
attention for several reasons. First, it was the first European multilevel test of social 
disorganization theory. Second, Rovers paid particular attention to theoretical elaboration 
by integrating social disorganization theory with an individual-level theory, strain theory, 
by focusing on personal and social resources. Third, Rovers combined different data 
collection methods (administrative data and self-reported delinquency data that were 
derived from a large-scale study of early adolescents). Unfortunately, no social processes 
were included in the analyses. The study was conducted in Rotterdam, one of the four 
biggest cities in the Netherlands. The findings showed that statistical effects of 
neighborhood disadvantage disappeared when individual-level characteristics were taken 
into account.
Kleemans (1996) showed that associations between key structural characteristics of 
social disorganization theory (disadvantage, immigrant concentration, and residential 
mobility) and neighborhood burglary rates disappeared in the city of Enschede once 
account was taken of the neighborhood offender rate. These results were interpreted 
from an opportunity perspective. Kleemans argued that his results suggested that local 
crime concentrations were by and large caused by the presence of high numbers of local 
offenders in particular neighborhoods (see also chapter 6 by Bottoms in this volume). 
However, the question of what caused neighborhood concentrations of offenders 
remained unanswered in that study.
Dutch research in the first decade of the twenty-first century was characterized by the 
use of multilevel modeling. Studies of victimization and fear of crime showed consistently 
the presence of small but significant neighborhood contextual effects, whereas 
contextual effects on juvenile delinquency were almost absent. A number of multilevel 
analyses have been conducted by Van Wilsem, Wittebrood, and De Graaf on victimization 
(Van Wilsem, De Graaf, & Wittebrood, 2003; Van Wilsem, Wittebrood, & De Graaf, 2006). 
These studies found neighborhood contextual effects of key structural variables from 
social disorganization theory. Weijters, Scheepers, and Gerris (2009) analyzed a three-
level model in which structural neighborhood characteristics, city-level characteristics, 
and individual-level characteristics were taken into account, and they found no 
neighborhood effects but only small but substantial city-level effects. Steenbeek and Hipp 
(p. 355) 
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(Steenbeek & Hipp, 2011) conducted both cross-sectional and longitudinal analyses of 
neighborhoods in the Dutch city of Utrecht. While the cross-sectional analyses replicate 
typical findings, the results of longitudinal cross-lagged models suggest that disorder has 
large consequences for subsequent levels of social control and residential instability, thus 
leading to more disorder. This is in contrast social disorganization theory, which assumes 
disorder to be a consequence of low collective efficacy rather than a cause. The work of 
Steenbeek underlines the importance of longitudinal data, allowing for simultaneously 
testing the causes and consequences of disorder.
16.4.4 Belgium
In Belgium, ecological studies of crime, victimization, and fear of crime were scarce 
during the twentieth century. Available studies focused on the individual relationship 
between urbanization, poverty, and fear of crime. Not all of these studies were published, 
and those that were appeared in native-language Belgian journals or research reports. 
Despite some small local initiatives that studied variations in neighborhood crime rates, 
the ecological research tradition in Belgium can be characterized by a rather late start 
due to poor data quality (Pauwels, 2002).
Vercaigne et al. (2000) conducted a study on self-reported juvenile delinquency in the 
urban context of Brussels. The study revealed no contextual effects of neighborhood 
disadvantage. However, the study did not measure and analyze any mediating variables. 
Puzzled by these findings, and inspired by Rovers’s Dutch study on juvenile delinquency, 
Pauwels revived the ecological tradition in Belgium, using multilevel modeling and 
structural equation modeling to investigate the relationships between neighborhood 
characteristics and neighborhood concentrations of crime and juvenile delinquency.
Pauwels (2002, 2007) used a community survey of key informants instead of a survey of 
neighborhood residents to measure social disorganization (see also Pauwels & Hardyns, 
2009). His findings demonstrated that the juvenile delinquency rate, the offender rate, 
and aggregated survey-based questions on serious offending (self-report) were related to 
the key structural characteristics of social disorganization theory. However, no contextual 
effects on juvenile delinquency were found, completely in line with Rovers’s study.
Two studies that were published later showed some additional findings: (1) when 
school-level variation was taken into account in cross-classified modeling, school-level 
variation continues to exist (the school-level variance exceeds the neighborhood-level 
variances that was below 1%) (Pauwels, 2011), and (2) a cross-level interaction exists 
between neighborhood disadvantage and the effect of lifestyle risk on self-reported 
offending (Pauwels, Hardyns, & Van deVelde, 2010).
Pauwels and Hardyns (2010) built on the social disorganization tradition with regard to 
victimization and fear of crime (avoidance behavior). To test their hypotheses, they 
combined three waves of Belgium’s national victim survey and merged these data with 
(p. 356) 
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registered data on disadvantage, residential mobility, immigrant concentration, density, 
and disorder. Ecological concentrations of disorder had the strongest net effects on fear 
of crime and self-reported victimization (Hardyns, 2010; Pauwels et al., 2010).
Hardyns (2010) carried out in-depth analyses of the collective processes that are central 
to collective efficacy theory: informal social control and social trust. This study revealed 
no contextual effects of informal social control on individual differences in fear of crime 
(avoidance behavior), and small but significant contextual effects of social trust on 
individual differences in fear of crime. Hardyns used data from the Social Cohesion 
Indicators in Flanders (SCIF) project (Bircan, 2012; Hardyns, 2010). In this study, data 
that had been gathered for years by various administrative services were brought 
together systematically in a large coherent database, together with data from a 
representative population survey of 2009, linked to crime, victimization, and fear of 
crime.
More recent Belgian contextual studies changed focus to fear of crime and victimization 
at the municipality level (Hardyns, 2012; Hardyns, Pleysier, & Pauwels, 2010; Pauwels & 
Hardyns, 2009), the postal code area level (Hardyns & Pauwels, 2012; Pauwels & 
Hardyns, 2009), and the neighborhood (and neighborhood cluster) level (Hardyns & 
Pauwels, 2012; Pauwels & Hardyns, 2011). A recent new interdisciplinary study 
succeeded in gathering data on ecological processes for all Ghent neighborhoods (the 
SWING study). We address this empirical study in section 16.5 on contemporary 
neighborhood studies in Europe.
16.4.5 Germany
During the last decades, the issue of social segregation and disorganization has been a 
recurrent theme in German sociology and criminology (Friedrichs, 1998; Friedrichs & 
Blasius, 2000; Friedrichs & Oberwittler, 2007; Fuchs & Schmalz, 2010). In particular, the 
role of social cohesion and collective efficacy has been investigated in various articles by 
Dietrich Oberwittler, based on the Cologne-Freiburg Youth Survey. This youth survey 
(1999–2000), conducted at MPI Freiburg, has become a classic example of contemporary 
European research in the social disorganization tradition. The idea of this study was to 
include two different cities and a rural area to compare the impact of variations 
in different ecological settings. Oberwittler (2004a, 2007) found strong contextual effects 
of neighborhood disadvantage on a measure of self-reported serious juvenile delinquency, 
but only for juveniles who had strong local friendship circles. The moderating effects of 
local friendship circles suggest that the importance of processes of choice (self-selection 
of adolescents into urban activity fields). These findings additionally hint at the 
importance of (delinquent) peer relations as a social mechanism leading to delinquency. 
Further, the Cologne-Freiburg study found significant effects of intergenerational closure 
(a less-studied operational measure of collective efficacy for children in European 
studies). Intergenerational closure was measured in an independent residential survey on 
adolescent delinquency. Finally, cross-level interactions between individual propensity 
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measures and social disorganization were unraveled. Oberwittler, Rabold, and Baier 
(2013b) summarize the state of the art of contextual effects studies on juvenile 
delinquency, including a number of German studies that demonstrate small but 
significant neighborhood effects on juvenile delinquency. This edited volume provides an 
overview of different contemporary studies on neighborhood disadvantage from different 
perspectives (not just social disorganization theory). Finally, it is worth noticing that 
different dimensions of fear of crime have also been studied from the perspective of social 
disorganization (Lüdemann, 2006), showing significant effects of population density and 
disadvantage.
16.4.6 Other European Countries
There is a lack of (multilevel) studies inspired by social disorganization theory in Eastern 
and Southern Europe. Different research traditions, a lack of valid data sources on crime 
or other relevant variables, lack of methodological expertise, and unavailable research 
funding are some of the key factors explaining this backlog. However, this situation is 
changing slowly, as a number of Eastern and Southern European countries currently 
participate in the International Self-Reported Delinquency Study, which includes 
perceptual measures of collective efficacy and neighborhood disorder. However, studies 
that focus on social disorganization at various levels of aggregation are still lacking. One 
exception to this rule is the Spanish study by Echazarra (2014) who studied the effects of 
neighborhood disadvantage, residential stability, ethnic diversity, family disruption, and 
urbanization on individual perceptions of crime. An interesting path for further analysis is 
the relationship between ethnic heterogeneity and perceptions of crime. A part of the 
study pays attention to factors that affect the crime-immigration relationship and the 
beliefs in the existence in such a relationship. Important for future inquiries, and in line 
with Sampson (2012), is the stigmatizing effect that some neighborhoods receive because 
of their ethnic composition. To achieve progress in our knowledge of contextual effects 
across European cities, it will be necessary for multilevel studies to be carried out in 
these countries.
16.5 Contemporary Research Examples in 
Europe
In this section we present three examples of contemporary, large-scale European 
research projects within the disorganization tradition; PADS+ in the UK, SPAN in the 
Netherlands, and SWING in Belgium. These studies were chosen because they reflect the 
tradition of combining structural data of social disorganization with data on social 
processes as measured by neighborhood resident or expert surveys, and individual data 
on self-reported offending, fear of crime, and/or victimization. Besides that, they focus on 
(p. 358) 
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small spaces as well as on neighborhoods to connect traditional crime causation theories 
with environmental criminological research.
16.5.1 Peterborough Adolescent and Young Adult Development Study 
(PADS+)
16.5.1.1 Design and Methods
The PADS+ study is a longitudinal study of adolescent offending (Wikström et al., 2012). 
Its main objective is to identify the key individual and environmental factors that 
influence social behavior during the transition from child to adulthood. The PADS+ study 
is strongly inspired by situational action theory (Wikström et al., 2012). The PADS+ study 
focuses on causal mechanisms connecting ecological (setting) characteristics to 
individual propensities to explain individual differences and changes in rule-breaking. 
The interaction between individual and environmental factors is at the core of SAT. SAT 
argues that situations arise from person-environment interactions and that the person-
environment interaction is responsible for an individual’s perception of rule-breaking as a 
morally viable alternative and for the processes of choice (deliberatively or habitually).
PADS+ collects data covering three main topics:
(1) Individuals. PADS+ has been designed to explore how different individual 
characteristics and social experiences affect young people’s social behavior. 
Individual-level data are collected through interviewer-led questionnaires and 
psychometric exercises. A Young Persons’ Questionnaire is used to collect data on a 
number of topics, including a young person’s family life, school experience, peer 
relations, moral values and emotions, generalized self-control, perception of risk and 
consequences, temptations, offending, and use of drugs and alcohol. The 
questionnaire contains measures derived from the PADS+ study, and some additional 
items to test hypotheses from other perspectives. An additional Parents’ 
Questionnaire is used to collect data on their family life, childhood events, peer 
relationships, and school experience from the perspective of the parents.
(2) Environmental settings. PADS+ also aims to find out how the 
characteristics of different small-area environments of Peterborough affect the social 
activities (behavior) that take place in different parts of the city. Environmental-level 
data are collected through an interviewer-led questionnaire and a community survey. 
The Peterborough Community Survey (PCS) collected detailed data on the social-
environmental characteristics of small, geographically identifiable areas spanning 
Peterborough and several surrounding villages. PCS data include information on 
formal and informal social control, social cohesion, general disorder, youth presence, 
youth problems, fear of crime, and intergenerational closure.
(p. 359) 
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(3) Exposure to criminogenic settings. The staff of PADS+ are interested in how 
exposure to different environments in Peterborough affects different young people’s 
social behavior. Data on exposure to settings are collected using a space-time budget
interview (STB) that has been designed to collect data on individuals’ exposure to 
different environments through a one-to-one interview. Participants are asked about 
their hourly activities over four days during the week prior to interview. This includes 
the last Friday and Saturday and the two other most recent school days. For each 
hour, participants provide data on the setting (e.g., home, school, shopping center), 
their companions (e.g., peers, parents, siblings), and their main activity (e.g., 
socializing, studying, playing football). For each hour, their geographic location is 
identified using geocoded maps. These geocoded data are then linked to data 
concerning the community survey.
When combined, the PADS+ data can be used to study the interaction between 
participants’ individual characteristics and experiences and their exposure to different 
kinds of small physical environments (both cross-sectionally and longitudinally) in an 
advanced way. The STB data allow for an analysis of young people’s offending and 
victimization at the situational level (number offenses per hour and environmental 
exposure with regard to the settings where people really are instead of focusing on the 
residential area).
Data were collected in the spring of each year from 2003 to 2008, and biannually since 
2009. In 2005 and 2010, the Peterborough Community Survey (PCS) collected detailed 
social-environmental data on geographical areas covering Peterborough and several 
surrounding villages. In total, 716 young people took part in the first child sweep. PADS+ 
has maintained an impressive retention rate during the following years, losing less than 
4% of its sample (mostly due to participants moving abroad).
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16.5.1.2 Results
Based on the PADS+ data, Oberwittler and Wikström (2009) were able to show that small 
urban spaces yield better results in terms of ecological reliability and validity. The PADS+ 
study design makes it possible to distinguish between the context of development and the 
context of action. Regarding the social environment, PADS+ studies found that 
participants’ exposure to criminogenic environments was related to adolescent offending. 
Neighborhood disadvantage (in the residential area) does not lead to offending, 
but the time spent in criminogenic environments (within and outside of one’s 
neighborhood) is conditionally related to offending, among adolescents that have high 
scores on criminal propensity. Especially relevant is that PADS+ data reveal that the link 
between structural disadvantage (measured as individual and neighborhood 
disadvantage) is only very weakly related to offending (Wikström & Treiber, 2016). 
Aggregate-level analyses on the PADS+ data revealed that collective efficacy is 
significantly associated with the overall crime concentration (places of offenses), 
mediating most of structural effects (Wikström et al., 2012, p. 203). This finding is even 
more true for the adolescent crime concentration (Wikström et al., 2012, p. 220), but 
much less so for adolescent offenders’ concentration (home address) (Wikström et al., 
2012, p. 238). One implication of this finding is that collective efficacy is relevant as a 
mechanism that operates in contexts of actions (i.e., contributing in the person-
environment-action process). It may therefore be that the role of collective efficacy as a 
developmental context, shaping propensities, is less important. This finding is strongly 
related to space-time budget data.
Indeed, the space-time budget methodology is more effective in capturing the effect of 
exposure to criminogenic (moral) settings (see also the chapter by Weerman, Hoeben, 
Bernasco, Pauwels, and Bruinsma in this volume on characteristics of settings). Up to 
now, only two other research projects have adopted the STB methodology: the MINDS 
study in Malmö and the SPAN study in the Netherlands. These will now be discussed.
16.5.2 The Study of Peers, Activities, and Neighborhoods (SPAN)
16.5.2.1 Design and Methods
The SPAN study is a two-wave (panel) study among adolescents in The Hague and its 
neighboring suburbs. The study instruments measure theoretical constructs at the 
individual, family, peer, school, and neighborhood levels. Different instruments have been 
used simultaneously:
(1) A questionnaire to measure self-reported adolescent offending, and several 
explanatory variables including morality, self-control, social bonds, and potential 
peer influences was administered.
(2) A face-to-face interview recorded the daily activities of participants using the 
space-time budget method.
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(3) A community survey (2009) was administered in 110 small neighborhoods in The 
Hague area to measure social ecological processes such as disorder, social cohesion, 
and informal social control.
(4) Systematic social observations were conducted to measure disorder in the same 
area between September 2011 and June 2012. In total, 1,422 locations in The Hague 
were observed, classified on 61 indicators, and photographed every 100 meters.
(5) The collected data were complemented by additional statistical data on 
structural characteristics of the neighborhoods in the area of The Hague, including 
data on police-recorded offenses and residential offenders arrested by the police.
In total, 843 respondents participated fully in the first wave of the study (completing both 
the questionnaire and the space-time budget interview). A community survey was 
conducted in the same area (The Hague and its suburbs) and was completed in 2009 by 
3,575 adult residents in 110 neighborhoods (the net response rate was 31%). The aim of 
the survey was to measure social ecological constructs derived from social 
disorganization theory (different versions of the Chicago school), broken window theory 
(Wilson & Kelling, 1982), and the collective efficacy perspective (Sampson, 2006; 
Sampson & Groves, 1989). Systematic social observations were carried out in numbered 
grids of 200 by 200 meters (0.04 square kilometers), which were also obtained to enrich 
the space-time budget data collection: the geographical unit of observation was the 
closest address to the centroid of the grid cell. From this address a street segment of 100 
meters was observed using a checklist comprising 61 items to measure social and 
physical disorder. In addition, four photographs were made at each location with a GPS 
camera. Land use, physical disorder, social disorder, physical condition of buildings, 
evidence of defensible space, traffic, formal and informal surveillance, and guardianship 
were observed. Most of the additional statistical data on structural characteristics of 
neighborhoods are publicly available. They were collected from municipal databases on 
the World Wide Web (e.g., Denhaag.buurtmonitor.nl). The data include neighborhood 
measurements of population size, population density, ethnic composition, age 
composition, household composition (including percentage singles), mean income, 
average residential real estate value, residential mobility, residential stability, commercial 
land use, and percentage of high-rise residential property. Further, geocoded police 
records of offenses and residential offenders per neighborhood over the years 2009 were 
provided by the police force De Haaglanden (covering the greater area of The Hague). 
For more information on the SPAN study, we refer to the SPAN homepage 
(www.spanproject.nl).
16.5.2.2 Results
The SPAN project has several aims; one of its key aims was to test hypotheses derived 
from situational action theory. However, the data were used for other purposes too. Here, 
we only discuss results that are of direct relevance to social disorganization theory. Using 
spatial autoregressive error models, Bruinsma and colleagues tested six different models 
of disorganization/collective efficacy on the neighborhood offense and offender rates in 
The Hague, the Netherlands (Bruinsma, Pauwels, Weerman, & Bernasco, 2013) (Table 
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16.1). The six models under investigation were the classic model of social disorganization; 
the model of Shaw and McKay; Sampson’s 1987 model, which included family disruption; 
the model tested by Sampson and Groves (1989); a community social capital model; and 
the collective efficacy model. The study revealed that none of the six models did a 
particularly good job of explaining offender rates. Though SES (strong) 
and residential mobility (moderate) had empirical relationships with offender rates as 
predicted, residential mobility—one of the key concepts of disorganization—did not. 
Structural variables like population density and level of urbanization exhibited relations 
with offender rates that were in conflict with the theory. In addition, family disruption 
was only statistically significant when no other mediating variables were included in the 
regression equations.
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Table 16.1 Spatial Simultaneous Autogressive (SAR) Error Models of Offender Rates of Neighborhood for Six Social Disorganization 
Models (N = 86)
Offender 
rates
I Classic 
model
II Shaw and 
McKay
III Sampson 
1987
IV Sampson 
and Groves
V Social 
capital
IV Collective 
efficacy
SES −0.72 −0.73 −0.53 −0.73 −0.64
Ethnic 
heterogeneity
−0.11 −0.11 −0.22 −0.08 −0.17
Residential 
mobility
0.29 0.29 0.41 0.39 0.30
Concentrated 
disadvantage
0.66
Immigrant 
concentration
−0.12
Residential 
stability
0.12 −0.19
Heterogeneous 
tolerant value 
system
−0.01
*** *** *** *** ***
ns ns ns ns ns
** ** ** ** **
**
ns
ns *
ns
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Family 
disruption
0.32 0.08
Population 
density
−0.22
Urbanization −0.29
Structural 
density
−0.20
Local 
friendship 
networks
−0.14 0.05
Organizational 
participation
−0.09 0.00
Unsupervised 
peer groups
0.18
Neighborhood 
trust
−0.19
Collective 
efficacy
0.03
*** ns
**
***
*
ns ns
ns ns
ns
ns
ns
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Lambda 0.08 0.08 −0.16 −0.18 −0.00 −0.05
(***) p < .001;
(**) p < .01;
(*) p < .05.
ns ns ns ns ns ns
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For this sample, the classic model and the Shaw and McKay model did not explain crime 
rates very well (see Table 3 in Bruinsma et al., 2013). Sampson’s extended model 
explained crime rates better: Both ethnic heterogeneity and higher numbers of single 
headed families had a positive relationship, as predicted. In the Sampson and Groves 
model (which basically extended the classic model with population density, female-headed 
households, and structural density as structural antecedents of the breakdown of social 
control) the impact of ethic heterogeneity became stronger, and that of single-headed 
families disappeared, while the level of organizational participation seemed to play its 
role as predicted. Population density had an effect opposite to what was predicted: higher 
density was associated with lower crime rates in neighborhoods. The social capital and 
collective efficacy models encounter problematic outcomes with the data as well. Only 
two of the mediating variables in the social capital model / collective efficacy model play a 
significant role as the theory predicted. In general, social disorganization models predict 
more variables will have an independent effect than the results presented in our study. 
Moreover, the empirical findings of SPAN indicate meaningful differences between the 
models when explaining crime rates or offender rates. First, the structural characteristics 
have opposing effects for crime rates compared to offender rates. Low SES and high 
residential mobility seemed to be stronger associated with high offender rates, but not to 
be related to crime rates. Lower levels of urbanization and population density were 
related to lower level of crime rates but not with higher levels of crime. Second, ethnic 
heterogeneity was not found to play a significant role in explaining offender rates. For 
crime rates, this neighborhood characteristic had an important statistical effect in three 
of the six models. Third, the data suggest that local friendship networks failed to explain 
offender rates in neighborhoods while the results for crime rates were ambiguous. These 
differences suggest that there may be distinct causal mechanisms responsible for crime 
rates and offender rates.
In another environmental criminological publication that used SPAN data, cross-classified 
modeling was used to investigate possible neighborhood and school contextual effects on 
individual juvenile delinquency (Pauwels et al., 2014). Again, with regard to juvenile 
delinquency all neighborhood variation was found to be related to the neighborhood 
composition with regard to demographic background variables (immigrant background, 
family structural background, SES). In technical terms this means that the intraclass 
coefficients in empty random intercept models were significant, but lost all significance 
when demographic controls were entered into the equation.
16.5.3 The Social Capital and Well-Being in Neighborhoods in 
Ghent Study (SWING)
16.5.3.1 Design and Methods
The data for this study were collected in the city of Ghent, in four successive cross-
sectional waves of data collection (2011–2014). In 2015, an additional longitudinal data 
collection took place in 50 neighborhoods (SWING 5). Social capital is studied from 
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different angles, and multiple definitions are used. At the individual level the concept 
refers to James Coleman’s and Nan Lin’s conceptualizations of social capital (i.e., people 
whom one can trust and are willing to help), while at the neighborhood level, social 
capital is defined in terms of collective efficacy. To measure collective efficacy, data were 
gathered at the individual level and then aggregated using the ecometric approach. The 
general objectives of the Belgium SWING study (2011–2015) were as follows:
(1) To develop a coherent multilevel data set of indicators on individual and 
neighborhood social capital and well-being that contains independent indicators of 
neighborhood social capital at a low level of aggregation.
(2) To measure social capital in line with the multidimensional nature of the concept.
(3) To test the collective efficacy theory for various crime related outcomes.
Multiple methods of data collection were used within each wave:
(1) At the individual level, 3,279 residents were interviewed by means of face-to-face 
interviews. This method was used for the measurement of individual social capital, 
and crime-related outcomes such as victimization, fear of crime, use of psychoactive 
substances, procedural justice, and trust in the police.
(2) At the neighborhood level, data were gathered using the key informant technique
through a face-to-face standardized questionnaire. This method was used for the 
measurement of neighborhood social capital, and other neighborhood processes of 
social (dis)organization. Further, observations were completed by the interviewers to 
evaluate disorder, the facilities, and (green) space in the neighborhood by 
observation checklists, photographs, and Google Street View pictures.
(3) The data were complemented by (mainly) administrative data from existing, 
external databases from the City of Ghent and Ghent University on the social and 
economic structure of the neighborhoods. Additionally, police-recorded crime data on 
violence (intimidation), burglary, theft of/from cars, bicycle theft, robbery, vandalism, 
and drug use were gathered, together with data on disorder such as alcohol 
violations and noise nuisances.
In total, 3,279 neighborhood residents (the overall response rate was 48%) and 2,531 key 
informants were reached, 2,730 observation checklists were completed, and 4,222 
photographs and 4,222 Google Street View pictures from 142 neighborhoods were taken. 
Additional administrative data were made available by administrative agencies 
and comprised a multitude of social and structural indicators: demographic (gender, age, 
household size, residential mobility/turnover), structural (residential density, percentage 
of green zones), socioeconomic (ethnic minorities, mean income, income inequality, 
unemployment), and other (crime statistics, walkability) indicators. For more information 
on the research protocol of this study, we refer the reader to Hardyns et al. (2015).
16.5.3.2 Results
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The SWING study has focused in particular on the fear of crime concept. Results suggest 
that individuals living in neighborhoods with lower levels of social trust and higher levels 
of disorder report more fear of crime. Individuals who experience more social support 
report lower levels of fear of crime. Another remarkable result from the SWING study is 
that social trust and informal social control do not correlate at the neighborhood level of 
analysis. In line with previous findings of Carpiano (2006), Hardyns (2012), and Pauwels 
and Hardyns (2010), this is another indication that it is difficult to combine both social 
trust and informal social control into one higher-order factor, that is, collective efficacy, in 
a European country like Belgium. Other researchers have suggested that the collective 
efficacy concept as developed in the United States cannot simply be transferred and 
applied to other countries and settings (Zhang et al., 2009), thus questioning its universal 
validity.
16.6 Conclusions and Discussion
16.6.1 Backgrounds
This chapter focused on the applications of social disorganization theory of the Chicago 
tradition in European criminological environmental studies and the results of these 
inquiries. Social disorganization theory continues to inspire European scholars to 
investigate the impact of neighborhoods (and smaller ecological units) on self-reported 
offending, fear of crime, and within-area victimization. A European tradition of empirical 
criminological research has, however, existed since the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, long before the social disorganization perspective emerged in Chicago in the first 
part of the twentieth century. Several European scholars suggested (partial) explanations 
of spatial urban crime concentrations (like population density, the unequal distribution of 
economic deprivation) or of individual criminal behavior that can be seen as modest 
precursors of the social disorganization theory of the Chicago school. With some notable 
exceptions, especially in the UK, in the twentieth century up until the 1970s and 1980s, 
these kinds of spatial criminological studies became marginalized in Europe, due to 
paradigm shifts toward the study of the societal reaction toward crime. The Sheffield 
studies were originally critical of the US social disorganization perspective 
because of its free market assumption that cities and neighborhoods develop as a 
consequence of competition. In the UK and other European cities, local and national 
policy have historically had a strong impact on the housing market and decisions 
regarding who lives where. In the late 1990s, a shift toward the testing of contextual 
effects of area characteristics on individual differences in fear of crime, victimization in 
one’s residential area, and juvenile delinquency was remarkable, this was especially so in 
Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, the UK, and Sweden. The typical aggregated studies 
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of offender or offense rates that were predominant in the twentieth century declined in 
European studies that were conducted on the basis of social disorganization theory.
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16.6.2 Methods and Measurement
Most European studies of neighborhood effects were cross-sectional by design in the past 
and used survey questionnaires that were handed out to neighborhood inhabitants to 
measure ecological neighborhood mechanisms. These studies then aggregated individual-
level responses of questions regarding the social climate in the neighborhoods to the 
neighborhood level. The typical design in European studies is a cross-sectional study that 
either asks for self-ratings on neighborhood problems in the residential area (the most 
common definition of a neighborhood is the “five-minute walking distance from 
someone’s home”), or a cross-sectional study that combines individual-level data with 
aggregated secondary data on poverty, ethnic heterogeneity (or immigrant 
concentration), residential stability, and (structural) density at the neighborhood, area, or 
city level. While these studies provide interesting evidence regarding the magnitude of 
the associations between ecological characteristics and crime-related behavioral and 
attitudinal outcomes, they do not inform us about the causal relationship between 
ecological processes and crime-related behavioral and attitudinal outcomes.
The theoretical concepts used in disorganization research are seldom elaborated 
empirically by European researchers. Concepts were borrowed from American 
environmental research without consideration of whether these concepts were applicable 
in the same empirical sense in European cities (Bruinsma, 2007). Surprisingly few 
European studies have probed collective efficacy or other neighborhood processes of 
social capital, in comparison to the number of studies that have studied the (contextual) 
effects of “traditional” variables of social disorganization theory, that is, structural 
characteristics that are measured by governmental administrative data.
Few European studies are longitudinal by nature, enabling causal inferences from 
empirical research.
Contemporary research in the ecological tradition in Europe puts a stronger emphasis on 
different theories (integration), mechanisms, and an honest concern for the development 
of valid measurements of the key concepts of social disorganization theory (and its 
offspring like collective efficacy theory). At the same time, contemporary studies are 
exploring the possibilities of using innovative data collection methods (e.g., STB 
method, systematic social observations, Google Street View, photographs) used at the 
smallest possible spaces in neighborhoods.
European studies are increasingly following the US scholarly tradition that combines 
aggregates of scales to measure observations of social trust and informal control, and 
even observations of physical and social disorder. Before the 1990s, (spatial) multilevel 
modeling was not accessible for a broad audience and until the introduction of advanced 
software it was technically quite a problem to solve micro-macro questions and to avoid 
fallacies like the ecological fallacy and the contextual fallacy. Contemporary European 
studies primarily use (spatial) multilevel modeling to test contextual effects, at least when 
a person (home or place) can be assigned to a clearly defined area, such as a census 
(p. 367) 
Research on Neighborhoods in European Cities
Page 28 of 41
PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). (c) Oxford University Press, 2015. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 13 February 2018
tract, neighborhood, or municipality. Typically, the first studies used hierarchical linear 
modeling, while later studies have employed hierarchical logit models and negative 
binomial models. Unfortunately, not every study used multilevel modeling to statistically 
distinguish contextual effects from neighborhood compositional effects correctly. 
Hierarchical (multilevel) regression models were highly exceptional in the context of 
European criminology before 2000, while nonhierarchical multilevel models (cross-nested 
designs taking into account both neighborhoods and schools) and spatial multilevel 
models taking into account spatial autocorrelation were embraced in the twenty-first 
century.
Current cross-nested studies are restricted to the study of cross-level interaction between 
(1) neighborhood characteristics, municipality-level characteristics, and neighborhood 
crime rates, (2) neighborhood characteristics, individual-level characteristics, and 
individual offending.
Individual juvenile delinquency is no longer the only dependent variable used in 
criminological inquiries: studies on victimization and the fear of crime have flourished in 
Europe in particular. One of the reasons for the abundance of fear-of-crime and local 
victimization studies (in comparison to juvenile delinquency studies) is the fact that 
several countries only have national representative surveys on crime and victimization, 
which allow for the study of contextual effects at the municipality level and for contextual 
effects at the neighborhood levels in large cities (which are oversampled). This tradition 
was stimulated because there has been a number of government-initiated initiatives 
(mostly survey-based) that are used to evaluate (local) policies (e.g., the data gathered by 
the Home Office in the UK and its counterparts in other European countries). On some 
occasions, these studies have been used to test contextual effects on victimization and 
fear of crime. That has also been the case in the Netherlands, Belgium, the UK, and 
Sweden.
16.6.3 The Findings
Contextual European studies applying social disorganization theory has attempted to 
explain individual differences in offending, fear of crime, within-area victimization, and 
perceptions of collective efficacy. The general conclusion is that European 
empirical studies have produced mixed results with respect to social disorganization 
theory. Studies on neighborhood contextual effects on individual offending have 
demonstrated that neighborhood-level variables do not contribute much to the 
explanation of individual differences in offending; in most cases intraclass coefficients 
remain around or below 1%. Contextual studies of fear of crime reveal the strongest 
intraclass coefficients (+/− 8%). A majority of European self-report studies conclude that 
contextual effects of the residential area on adolescent offending are lacking within the 
European context. Only a few European studies report the existence of (very modest) 
contextual effects of neighborhood-level variables on self-reported delinquency. The study 
by Oberwittler (2007) is one of the exceptions, finding strong and conditional contextual 
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neighborhood effects. These effects were found only for people who had lived in the same 
neighborhood for a long time and for whom the majority of their friends were living in the 
same residential area. But, it must also be concluded, when individual intervening 
mechanisms like delinquency tolerance or self-control are introduced in the regression 
models, in most cases the independent impact of social disorganization variables 
disappeared, with the exception of the study by Oberwittler (Oberwittler, 2004b). With 
regard to fear of crime and victimization, most of the studies we discussed reported small
contextual effects on individual differences in local victimization and fear of crime.
Aggregated-level studies continue to exist with regard to a number of outcomes, mostly 
crime rates, offender rates, victimization rates, and aggregate levels of fear of crime. One 
of the central findings in European research is that crime rates are better explained by 
characteristics derived from opportunity theories than the key mechanisms of social 
disorganization theory. Another finding is that offender rates are strongly related to levels 
of poverty, but only moderately related to social disorganization variables. These 
aggregated studies have shown that collective efficacy levels are moderately related to 
neighborhood crime rate variations in a number of European studies, but not in all 
studies. At the moment, it is difficult to explain these differences. Therefore, we can only 
speculate at the moment. It is highly plausible that the city context may play a role. In 
particular, neighborhood levels of social cohesion seem to mediate the influences of 
neighborhood structural characteristics. When the effects of social cohesion and informal 
control are studied simultaneously, informal control performs badly as a predictor. It is 
difficult to explain this finding, but it may be that citizens in Europe are far less willing to 
personally intervene for the common good and rely much more than their US 
counterparts on the municipality and the police to solve neighborhood problems. Studies 
on neighborhoods with economic and housing improvements showed that social dynamics 
are an additional factor in causing higher crime rates (Bruinsma, 2007). It remains an 
important question why the relationship between collective efficacy (i.e., the dimension of 
social trust) and crime rates or offender rates holds in some neighborhood studies (e.g., 
Belgian and Swedish studies) and not in other studies (In Dutch and British studies). 
However, comparative studies of contextual effects are still rare.
A difficult-to-answer question is whether the lack of substantial empirical effects in 
European neighborhood studies is due to a theoretical problem (many environmental 
theories still overemphasize the role of residential areas and neglect the areas 
where crimes are committed or the individual offender or victim) or to empirical issues. 
Maybe cross-level interaction effects are responsible for the lack of effect in contextual 
studies. Perhaps European studies (e.g., Oberwittler, 2004a, p. 60; Pauwels, 2007, p. 42) 
are flawed because the number of neighborhoods used are limited compared to larger US 
cities (in the classic study by Sampson et al., 1997). European results point to the 
importance of differentiating between the context of development and the context of 
action. To get more in-depth knowledge, more longitudinal research is necessary. If 
context matters, but at a lower level, it is questionable to what extent multilevel modeling 
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will remain the most adequate technique to solve the problem of contextual effects on 
actions. Publications based on the PADS+ project and the SPAN study reveal that 
environmental exposure is more action-relevant.
Another crucial theoretical issue that is not solved by social disorganization theory, is the 
question of what causes the segregation of individuals into neighborhoods. It is 
imperative that the processes of segregation be elucidated (Sampson, 2012). Why and 
how are individuals selectively segregated into ecological settings? Criminological 
inquiries in Europe have not yet unraveled this topic. It is for this reason that we 
advocate for explanatory studies on causal mechanisms in European cities before a 
discussion of context and the behavior and attitudes of individuals can begin.
16.6.4 Methodological Reflection
From a methodological point of view, some major criticisms remain unsolved. First, the 
accurate conceptual definition and measurement of ecological settings will continue to 
challenge (or plague) ecological and contextual studies, whether they be conducted for 
street blocks, neighborhoods, or larger units such as neighborhood clusters, postal code 
areas (zip code areas), and municipalities. The studies that were scrutinized used 
different operational measures of neighborhoods and used different ways to probe the 
respondents about their home address. These differences seem to be defended for 
pragmatic reasons. It is fair to assume that all of these measures have their shortcomings 
and their strengths, and such research is bound to find a balance between respecting the 
respondent’s privacy and gathering sensitive data (such as the exact home address) and 
public reporting. Although it has been convincingly advocated and demonstrated (e.g., 
Oberwittler & Wikström, 2009) that small areas are theoretically much more important 
than large ones when the concentration of criminal events is studied, this does not mean 
that larger areas, such as cities, should be forgotten or omitted in ecological studies. 
Microplaces are situated in larger settings, and from a multilevel perspective it might be 
interesting to study the interaction between characteristics of microplaces and larger 
areas. In many countries municipalities have a degree of political independence, so that 
the municipality level represents a level that refers to a completely other type of 
mechanisms than the neighborhood mechanisms. Second, and strongly related to the 
conceptual definition and measurement of ecological settings, the measurement 
of actual exposure of an individual to particular ecological contexts is crucial. This is an 
important lesson to be drawn from the PADS+ and SPAN studies.
Additional methods are needed to measure the amount of time spent in an ecological 
setting. With regard to the study of adolescent offending, one such method is the space-
time budget analysis, a new method that allows for collecting exact information on what 
adolescents have been doing, and more especially where. This is important for 
understanding activity patterns and daily routines of individuals, so that we can identify 
the kinds of settings that individuals are exposed to. Such information is of equal 
importance for the study of victimization and fear of crime. Regarding the measurement 
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of ecological processes specifically, some progress has been made in the methodology 
used to capture the intervening ecological processes at work. At the same time, we must 
continue to question our restricted possibilities of using surveys to validly capture 
ecological processes such as social trust, informal control, and disorder. Belgian studies 
based on the SWING project have repeatedly found that social cohesion is significantly 
related to fear of crime, while informal control is not related to fear of crime.
The psychometric properties of both concepts (e.g., as measured by factor loadings and 
Cronbach’s alpha) and ecometric properties of collective efficacy do well in most 
European studies. The ecological reliability of measures of self-reported offending (as 
measured by lambda and the intraclass coefficient, a measure ranging from 0% to 100% 
to describe how strongly units in the same group resemble each other) is extremely low 
in repeated empirical studies in different cities. It is at this stage impossible to provide a 
satisfactory explanation: it may be the unit of analysis (although the Belgian studies 
conducted at the municipality and neighborhood levels yield exactly the same poor 
results for informal control); it may be the conceptualization. Informal control may just 
not be a likely European response to social problems, and in that case, there is not 
enough variation to make a difference in a study. Another option would be to redirect the 
focus to alternative measures of informal control. An example can be found in Reynald’s 
study of guardianship (Reynald, 2011).
Another neglected issue is the question of whether the effects of social cohesion, 
neighborhood social control, and disorder are cumulative and nonlinear. Most studies use 
traditional ways of analyzing the data: block-wise regression models are used because 
these express the idea that effects of neighborhood structural characteristics should 
decrease or vanish when account is taken of ecological processes. Of course, when effects 
are cumulative and nonlinear, these results are biased. Is a survey of neighborhood 
inhabitants the best way to capture these processes? Why do researchers continue to 
focus on processes of social control and ignore processes of the cultural transmission of 
norms that are conducive to crime, as in the early days of Shaw and McKay’s research? In 
a typical contemporary social disorganization / collective efficacy study, survey responses 
of area inhabitants are aggregated to create measures of ecological processes. This 
procedure is not without flaws. There is a danger that the measurement of ecological 
processes, and thus the creation of ecological variables based on surveys that are also 
used to measure variables at the individual level, may create artificial results. It may be 
better to use other sources (different survey types and different structural data) 
when studying contextual effects and individual-level effects simultaneously (see Solymosi 
and Bowers in this volume). Ecological studies await new methodological challenges, like 
the use of new technologies, the use of Google Street View as a measurement instrument 
to validate neighborhood scores based on residents, and/or professional key informants.
Recently, Sutherland, Brunton-Smith, and Jackson (2013) have also pointed to the 
existence of endogeneity problems. Future research on collective efficacy will only be 
resolved through strong theorizing and better data that incorporate changes within and 
between neighborhoods over time and using methods that focus on change (such as fixed-
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effects longitudinal models). Such analysis has the potential to disentangle some of the 
complexity associated with how processes such as collective efficacy might operate (for 
an empirical example, see Hipp, Tita, & Greenbaum, 2009). It is therefore clear that 
research into survey measurement error should be seen as an integral part of the study of 
the social ecology of crime and insecurity. And because surveys play such a key role, it is 
important to understand the effects of method bias, response error, and questionnaire 
error in surveys that are applied in contextual studies.
16.6.5 Looking Back and Forward
A decade ago, Bruinsma (2007) offered ambitious suggestions for a future research 
agenda that are still valid today. One important task for European criminology is the 
establishment of a European-wide systematic research program on urbanization, 
collective integrative and disintegrative processes, and crime (e.g., Matsueda, 2006). 
Today, only scattered attention is paid to the causes of the unequal geographical 
distributions of crime, victimization, and feelings of insecurity. With such a program, 
fundamental scientific knowledge on urbanization can be built up in a more systematic 
way by answering a series of sequential research questions on the basis of reliable data.
Attention should also be paid to special topics such as the causes of variations in crime 
rates between rural areas (including smaller municipalities) and cities and across cities to 
newly troubled suburban areas of larger cities. The effects of law enforcement, especially 
policing, or of informal guardians can no longer be neglected. When the strengths of 
different universities and research institutes are joined in such an overarching research 
program, a theory-driven database can be established containing longitudinal data over 
longer periods and at several levels of aggregation. With such data, it will be possible to 
compare the effects of changes in European societies and in cities on crime rates. Good 
examples are the research programs of criminologists in Sheffield and Chicago who 
systematically and over a long period of time collected data to test traditional and new 
hypotheses on processes of social disorganization affecting crime rates across 
neighborhoods. Such a data set must contain not only statistical aggregates for areas or 
neighborhoods but also data especially collected for geographical and environmental 
research. European criminology needs essential, valid data on concepts such as social 
cohesion and informal control. We need to know more in depth about how and 
why residents live with each other and how they organize social cohesion and social 
control. In this program, systematic data should be included on how and why offenders 
observe and evaluate crime targets and what stimulates or prevents them from traveling 
to targets. Interviewing offenders is a high priority. Interviewing larger numbers of 
criminals in certain neighborhoods will enable us to gain more insight into the processes 
of how they influence each other in committing crimes or in establishing criminal 
infrastructures while others organize social control. In this respect, Shaw and McKay’s 
(1942) concept of cultural transmission of values and Sutherland’s concept of differential 
association (1947) can be inspiring and helpful (Bruinsma, 1999, 2000). New research 
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can also critically assess the validity, and improve the applicability to European countries, 
of theoretical models developed in the United States.
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